Detection of Legionella by PCR in respiratory specimens using a commercially available kit.
Using polymerase chain reaction (PCR) for the detection of pathogens that are difficult to grow, such as Legionella species, may reduce difficulties encountered with culture and immunofluorescent staining. We evaluated a commercial PCR and hybridization kit, designed for environmental samples, for the detection of Legionella in respiratory specimens. Sixteen Legionella species cultures tested positive with the Perkin Elmer Legionella EnviroAmp Amplification and Detection kits (Perkin Elmer, Foster City, Calif). The assay detected as few as 100 colony-forming units per milliliter of spiked bronchoalveolar lavage (BAL) fluid, and no false-negative results were obtained. PCR inhibition by blood in the specimens was removed by washing pelleted specimens in sterile distilled water. Of 126 specimens screened with the kit, 1 induced sputum and 3 BAL specimens were positive by PCR. All 4 were validated as true-positive results by culture or serologic testing. The entire PCR and hybridization assay can be completed in less than 6 hours, whereas isolation and identification by culture requires up to 12 days, and serologic conversion may not be demonstrated for weeks. Molecular techniques based on direct extraction and amplification of DNA from respiratory specimens nay be useful for the timely diagnosis of legionellosis.